Interstitial foam cells in renal biopsies: an aid in differentiating idiopathic membranoproliferative glomerulonephritis (type I) and membranoproliferative glomerulonephritis associated with systemic lupus erythematosus.
A patient with nephrotic syndrome whose renal biopsy showed membranoproliferative glomerulonephritis (MPGN) is described. Clinical and laboratory findings included an erythematous malar flush, proteinuria, casts in the urine and a positive antinuclear factor. Hence, it was not clear whether the MPGN was idiopathic, secondary to early systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE) or mainly a renal form of SLE. Treatment with prednisone and azathioprine was unsuccessful, and no new clinical or serological features of SLE appeared. A second renal biopsy 19 months later showed MPGN and large numbers of interstitial foam cells. The finding of foam cells prompted a review of other renal biopsies which were diagnosed as MPGN type I and diffuse proliferative lupus nephritis (DPLN), including lupus-associated MPGN. Nine of thirty-eight (24%) MPGN type I but none of 22 DPLN biopsies contained interstitial foam cells. Therefore, finding foam cells in a renal biopsy may help in differentiating MPGN type I from lupus-associated MPGN.